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Winter_at Christmas Cottage 


Spring_at Christmas Cottage 


Where there had once been a patch of overgrown land, there now stood a garden which any homeowner would 
be proud of. Raised flowerbeds dotted the area and, in the sunniest corner, was a fully fledged vegetable patch. 
Beneath the trees that stood to the left of the garden was a wooden bench with comfortable cushions and 
room for two humans and a single cat. An awning, in the same grey as the stone from which the house was 
built, extended over the back door and window giving protection from the sun and, eventually, the rain. Bird 
feeders had been carefully placed along the grassed pathways that intersected everything, their plastic tubes 


forever full of seed. 


With a mug of coffee in one hand, James leaned against the back door and smiled. Blue was tethered at his 
feet, the big grey cat enjoying the sun and his new avian friends. So far he hadn't fulfilled Dave's prophecy of 
turning the bird feeders into a running buffet. Rather Blue appeared to just like sitting and chattering to them. 


James was proud of the garden. Once upon a time he'd had staff who had done all of the work for him. They'd 
kept the land around his old house neat and Tidy. And, while he could still afford to have gardeners and other 
staff visit the cottage, James preferred not to. It was against the ethos he'd created when he'd bought the 
cottage; he wanted to do as much as possible. The only time he called out contractors was if something major 


went wrong and he needed professional help. Everything else was down to him. 


He glanced down at Blue just in time to catch the cat's ears flick back. When he got to his feet and began to 
move towards the door, James knew exactly what time it was. He could no longer tell the time of day with the 
sun being almost constantly in the sky. But, from the rumbling that was beginning to come from deep within 


his cat, James knew that it was home time for a certain family member. 

Unclipping him from the metal post, James picked Blue up and took him back inside Christmas Cottage. He was 
just in time to see a shadow move past the window and could just about hear the jingle of keys. Blue didn't 
give him time to remove his harness or his leash before he leapt down and bolted for the front door. Dave 
walked in just in time to drop his rucksack, and a couple of carrier bags, before picking up the loud, and 
excited, cat. 

"Hey, buddy. Had a good day? Been out in the garden, huh? Made some new friends?" 

James propped himself in the little walk-through beside the kitchen and watched as Dave hugged Blue close. 
They were so happy to see one another that there was little he could do other than wait for Dave to 
complete his routine by going and searching the kitchen for food. Chattering away to Blue, the younger man 
shuffled past James and up to the fridge. Smiling, James turned to watch as Dave inspected every item. 
"Good day?" he finally asked. 


With an apple grasped in his free hand, Dave elbowed the fridge door closed and looked at James. "Yeah. Hot. 
I've gotta get the air con regassed. | can't believe how hot it gets here." 


James frowned. "But you lived in LA” 
"Yeah. With working air con" 


Dave did look harassed. His hair was stringy and his forehead and cheeks were reddened with sweat patches. 
There was a smattering of dust on the shoulders of his rumpled shirt. 


"Well, holding the cat isn't going to help you cool down" 


James went to pluck Blue from the crook of Dave's elbow only to get disgusted looks from both of them. 
Holding his hands up, he laughed and took a step back. 


"Sorry. Forgot how much you two love one another." Leaning closer he gave Dave the quickest of kisses. "Love 
you, too. I'm glad that you're home. And take the credit card tomorrow and get the air con up and running 
again" 


"Meh." Dave shrugged and waved him off. 


"Dave, its not my money and your money any more. We share a life together. | know that you think l'm 


forcing gifts on you again but I'm not. Your health and comfort comes first” 

"There's money in the safe," Dave replied. "I'll give them a call in the morning and get them to come and fix it.” 
And, with that, Dave, his cat, and his apple, were away to the lounge. James sighed and shook his head. There 
was no convincing Dave that everything in their life was shared. Joys, burdens, successes, and pain were all 
one. No longer were they separate. Yet Dave still viewed their finances as two completely different entities and 


James was having trouble convincing him otherwise. 


Wandering into the lounge, he found Dave sitting on the couch with his shirt unbuttoned to his stomach and 


Blue curled up next to him. The sound of an apple being crunched almost echoed around the cottage. 

"Are you mad at me?" he quietly asked 

Dave looked up and shook his head. He swallowed and replied, "No. Just hot" 

The great thing about Christmas Cottage was that, thanks to its thick walls, it was cool in the summer and 
warm in the winter. Propping his ass on the opposite end of the couch, James looked to Dave. "Why don't you 


go and take a cold shower? I'll fix us something to eat and we can have dinner under the trees." 


Dave gave him the smallest and most exhausted smile that James had ever seen. "That would be great. 


Thanks." 


Giving him a smile, James reached out and gently ruffled Dave's hair before getting to his feet. As he was 
walking back to the kitchen, the younger man called after him. 


‘James, you're gonna need an overnight bag tomorrow." 
Confused, he paused at the end of the stairs and looked at Dave. "Why?" 
"We're going somewhere." Dave's tired smile grew to a grin. 


James could feel his chest beginning to tighten at the prospect of being away from the cottage. "Where?" 


Dave shrugged. "Just away overnight. We'll be back in the morning.’ 


James sighed and slumped against the banister. The kitchen was behind him and his fingers played over the 
dark wood of the sweeping stairs. "But Blue." 


"Easy." Dave's brown eyes were large and full of expectation. "Blue already has an automated water fountain. So 
| bought an automated feeder and a camera. He'll be able to eat and you'll be able to check in on him whenever 
you want." 


"Dave..." 


"James, it's less than twenty-four hours. One night away." Dave slumped into the couch. He had one hand 


resting on Blue's back and James was convinced that the younger man was going to cry. 
"Can you at least tell me where we're going?" 


"Not going to tell you where we're going," Dave softly replied He looked up. Hair fell into his eyes and his 
fingers caressed Blue. "But | want to take you on a date. And | promise that you'll love it” 


James' heart melted and he leaned back against the stairs. "Dave. |. I'm not sure what to say." 


The smile that he loved so much returned to James’ face. "Just tell me that you'll be ready at bpm 


tomorrow." 


Stepping back up to the younger man, James leaned down and pressed a kiss to Dave's hair. "I'll be ready for 


six. 


The next day James spent time setting up Blue's new feeder. He placed the camera on the mantelpiece and 


downloaded the app so that he could keep an eye on his feline friend. 


"It's just for a few hours," he murmured as he filled Blue's normal food bowl with treats. "I'll be back in the 


morning, | promise." 


The cat sat beside him, his face upturned to look at James. Blue slowly squeezed his eyes closed. Smiling, 
James bent down to pick him up. Despite his friendship with Dave, Blue still easily came to him. He snuggled in 


James' arms and purred loudly as James kissed his head. 


"Secretly | think you're looking forward to having the house to yourself. Don't cause too much trouble. | want 


to come back and find the place intact, okay?" 


Blue just purred louder and twisted in James' arms so that he could tuck his head beneath his owner's chin. 
James smiled and gave him another kiss. He stood for a moment and savoured the silence. With Dave around, 
the cottage had become alive with the sound of living. Dave was determined to live, whether through food, sex, 


or just the fact that he got to wake up every day. And James loved every moment of it. 

His overnight bag was beside the door and, as his watch ticked over to bpm, James heard the roar of a car 

pull up. It wasn't the same as Dave's car. That one was small and made gently purred when the engine turned 
over. This was the full throttle groan of a perfectly tuned classic car. 

Stepping up to the window, James felt his jaw hit the floor as a red Camaro pulled onto the gravel drive. The 
door opened and Dave, dressed in black jeans and a pinstripe shirt, stepped out. He spotted James standing at 


the window and gave him an excited wave. 


Dropping Blue onto the window ledge, James threw the door open and gaped at the beauty in his drive. For 


once, he wasn't thinking about Dave. 

"Where did you get that?!" 

"Buddy of mine loaned it to me." Dave propped his ass on the hood. "Beauty, ain't she?" 

"She's gorgeous" James stepped away from the door to take a closer look at the car. "10?" 

"64," Dave replied. "Same year that | was born. Ready to take a spin?" 

James could feel his heart leaping in his chest. He'd always loved classic cars. Always loved the smell and the 
feel of them. Loved hearing the engine purr and feeling the rumble beneath his ass. James could already feel 
the itch to get behind the wheel sweeping across his palms. 


“Sure am." He straightened up and grinned at Dave. "So this is what we're going to our date in, huh?" 


Dave gave him a soft smile and tucked his hair behind his ears. He slowly walked from the car and stood 


before James. Looking down into the other man's dark eyes, James felt his soul warm. 
"Yeah," Dave quietly replied. "This is what we're going in Got your stuff?" 


Returning to the cottage, James grabbed his overnight bag, kissed Blue goodbye, and locked up. Summer in 
Waybridge was well and truly in full swing. Even though evening was creeping closer, the sun was still high in 
sky. Its rays kissed the tops of the tall pine trees and birds and animals could be heard scuttling among them. 
The road wound around them, treating the trees like the watchers of the valley that they were. The town 


truly was perfect all year round. 


The trunk clicked and James paused to look Dave up and down. He'd left early in just jeans and a hoodie. James 


knew that Dave wouldn't wear something so nice to work, not if there was the threat that he'd have to crawl 


into some cobweb infested corner. Walking up to his partner, he draped an arm around Dave's neck and drew 
him closer. Cologne that James didn't remember but the smell of which turned him of drifted over him. 


"Change at work?" 
Dave nodded and leaned in for a kiss. James gladly gave him one. 


"You look good," he quietly continued. "Really good. And thank you for this. l'm looking forward to getting out and 
about with you." 


The leather seat was soft and the smell enveloped James. He closed his eyes and smiled. How long had it been 
since he'd sat in such a car? A year? Or longer? Time had completely lost its meaning as he'd settled into a 
new routine. Days melted into one another and the months were stretches of time that either lengthened or 


shortened depending on the time of the year. 

The car burst into life, its engine roaring and James listened as the wheels began to eat at the gravel beneath 
them. He felt as though he'd died and gone to heaven. Cracking an eye open told him that he was still firmly in 
the present. Dave sat beside him, his hands resting on the wheel, and a youthful grin on his lips. 


"Let's go and have some fun!" Dave excitedly exclaimed. 


Two 


The roads that wound around Waybridge weren't really the place for the classic car to open its lungs and 
show off just what it could do. Instead, they wound their way up into the mountains. With a hand resting on 
Dave's thigh, James sat back and took in the view as the sky grew overhead and the town shrank into 


miniature below. 


There really was nowhere like Colorado. With sweeping mountains and winding rivers, it truly was heaven on 
Earth. And he got to share it with a beautiful man. James smiled as he stole a glance at Dave. The younger 
man was concentrating on the road, carefully taking each corner so as not to damage the prized car. Because, 
at some point, it would have to go back to its rightful owner and they'd be back in Dave's teeny tiny box on 


wheels. 


Evergreens lined the side of the road like a guard of honour to wherever they were going. Between the trunks, 
James could see houses and hotels flickering by like old strips of film. Occasionally, the trees gave way to wide 
open ski runs which, in a few months time, would be coated in snow. For the moment they were being used by 
hikers and mountain bikers. The air felt clear and James could feel any stress melting away from his 


shoulders. 


Not that he had a whole bunch of stress any more. But the occasional inner demon rearing its ugly head 
tended to put him in a state of anxious energy for a while. Shedding that energy took time and sometimes he'd 
still be on edge even several weeks after the event. Accusing Dave of cheating while he'd been away on a 
buying trip had been James' most recent issue. Thanks to Dave's patience and the help of a local therapist, he 
was slowly overcoming that particular moment. James found reassurance in Dave's constant presence which, 
again, was something else he was dealing with. Codependency was something else that he didn't want to be 
bringing into his relationship. 


Finally he broke the silence. "Did you feed your deer?" he quietly asked. 


"Did it this morning." James could hear the smile in Dave's voice. Those deer were, other than James and Blue, 


his pride and joy. Dave loved looking after them and doted on them as though they were a part of the family. 


The comfortable silence fell over them for a moment more. James was enjoying it. He was taking in the 


scenery and feeling the warmth of the sun through the windshield. 
"So, where are we heading?" he finally asked. 
He saw Dave's mouth flutter into a grin. "You'll see." 


‘Surprised you're not throwing this car around" 


Dave snorted. "Like | can afford the repairs on it if | knock it. And don't say that you'll fix it, Hetfield, because | 


ain't giving it a chance to get damaged" 


Silence fell over them once more and James closed his hand around Dave's thigh. He felt the younger man 
twitch before a purr whispered from between his lips. Mountains rose before them and, in the gap through 


which the interstate ran, James could see dark clouds beginning to gather. 

"Looks like we might get a storm later," he murmured. 

"Perfect," was Dave's response. "We're not going anywhere and itll only add to the atmosphere." 
"Just where are we going, Dave?" 


The dark-haired man didn't reply. Instead, he swung the car left onto a wide paved road and began to drive 
between rows of neatly trimmed trees. Beyond them, James could see manicured lawns and, as the road swung 


to the left, he felt the breath leave his body. 


Built in the 1920s, Waybridge Valley Ski Lodge looked as though it was a part of the mountains. The three story 
wooden building swept across James' line of sight. With its peaked roof, the lodge was the picture perfect 
image of what a winter hideaway hotel should look like. 


Except that it was the middle of summer and every inch of the magnificent building was on show. A circular 
fountain stood before the hotel with the road wrapping around it. Trees and flowerbeds littered the grounds. 
And, thankfully, the hotel was hidden from view. 


Dave pulled the car up before the hotel's front entrance and, for a moment, James sat and stared at the 
fountain. How long had it been since he'd last stayed in a high end hotel? The last time he was on tour? Rehab 
didn't count. As luxurious, isolated, and spacious as it had been, rehab had been a place of tough work rather 


than relaxing after a fun-filled show. 


A valet took the car from them and a bellhop took their two bags. Dave smiled at him and shrugged. Before 


they could ascend the grand stone staircase, he caught Dave's elbow. 
"How?" 


Dave's smile widened. "Let's say that this Tourist season has been very, very good to me. Plus | wanted to 


show my beautiful boyfriend a beautiful evening.’ 


Bare stone walls and dark wood decorated the hotel's lobby. A large fireplace was filled with seasonal flowers 

rather than the fire that would burn during the winter months. Deep couches and welcoming armchairs dotted 
the spacious area and large windows looked out onto the stunning scenery. The floor was made up of a mosaic 
of local stone and, if he looked up, James could just make out some of the first floor rooms. Summer's sweet 


smell hung in the air thanks to the floral displays that decorated every surface. 


While Dave checked them in, James found himself drawn to the view. The mountains continued to soar around 
them, their peaks a little closer than down in the valley. James could make out the rugged peaks and the point 
at which the trees failed to climb any higher. Just beyond the window, the ground fell away to what James 
assumed was the continuation of the Waybridge valley. He was trying to picture where they were and the path 
that the river took. To him, Christmas Cottage felt as though it was somewhere to his right just as the 


mountains began to rise to meet the sky. 


James took his phone from his pocket. He didn't want to keep checking it. But, at the same time, he wanted to 
see how his buddy was doing. Clicking the camera app, James smiled as the image came to life. Blue was there, 
stretched out on the back of the couch and seeming to enjoy the silence. There was no Dave harassing him 
for snuggles and no James telling him to stop making friends with the deer. He was as happy and as content as 


could be. 


"He's enjoying having the house to himself, huh?" Dave's voice was a gentle lilt in his ear, one which made 


James smile and the stress melt from his body. 


"Yeah. Yeah, he is." Slipping the phone back into his pocket, he turned to Dave. The younger man was staring at 
him with those soft, doe eyes that James had come to love so very much. He could tell that, like himself, any 


stress was leaving Dave. 
Reaching out, he intertwined his fingers with Dave's. "Want to show me this room that you've booked?" 


The younger man nodded and gently tugged him towards the small bank of elevators that were discreetly 
hidden beside the check-in desk. 


Wood and mirrors lined the elevator and the silence was almost golden as it swept them up to the third floor. 


James raised an eyebrow only to get a small smile from his partner. 


James felt his breath disappear as he walked into the room. The view was stunning thanks to the wraparound 
windows and a wide balcony meant that the trees and clear air could be soaked up long into the night. An unlit 
fire place dominated one wall while a king size bed took over the other. Pillows were piled high and crisp white 
sheets were pulled over the deep mattress. In the corner of the room, and nestled beside the windows, was a 
table with a pair of chairs. Resting on the table was a bucket full of bottles which looked very much like beer. 
However, knowing Dave well enough, James knew that those bottles would be sparkling waters, juices, sodas, and 


other non-alcoholic drinks that were rarely in the cottage. 
"Dave-" 


"Before you say ‘How did you afford this’, know that | was tempted to use your credit card. However, there's 
more than enough cash in my bank balance to pay for all of this." Dave dumped his bag on the bed before 
returning to James. Finger stroked through his waves of silver hair before pulling him in for a gentle kiss. 


Dave moaned softly as he pressed himself closer and James couldn't help but wrap an arm around the 


younger man's waist. "Just know that I'm so fuckin’ happy to be doing this with you. I've wanted some time 


away with you for fuckin’ ages." 


Dropping his own bag to the floor beside his feet, James enveloped Dave in his arms and deepened the kiss. 
They stood for a moment, completely alone and uninterrupted by the world, before James pulled back. Resting 


his forehead against Dave's, he looked into the other man's eyes and smiled, 
"Well, thank you. | really appreciate this." 
Dave's smile was as radiant as the sun. "You're welcome. Dinner's in an hour." 


James tossed himself into the room's exquisite shower before dressing in suit pants and a white button down 


shirt. He'd made a mental note to fully enjoy the powerful shower later on. But first, there was food. 


Sitting out on the balcony, he looked out over the swell of the mountains and the way the sun was inching 
behind them as they ate comfort foods. Steak and salad and slabs of chocolate cake with cream. All off it was 
washed down with juices that tingled across the tongue and the best coffee that he'd had outside of the Java 
Shack. Summer's warm evening air tickled across the balcony with the haze of the day turning the valley's 
bright colours into beautiful, gentle pastels. 


Dave made them coffee and pulled his own chair a little closer. He took James’ hand in his own, his strong 
fingers gently squeezing and stroking. James gave the younger man a smile and leaned closer in order to kiss 
his temple. 


"Thank you. This is perfect." 


"Aint it just?" Dave murmured. They were silent for a moment before Dave piped up again. "I've had an idea 


and | might need your help with it.” 

That piqued James' interest. He was always looking for a new project to work on, something to keep him out of 
trouble. Bar watering, the garden would look after itself for another couple of months when the vegetables 
would need bringing in. 

"Go on" 

"A summer concert” Dave was suddenly his usual, enthusiastic self. He dropped James' hand in order to 
describe what he was thinking. "In the square beside the clock. A small stage and get some of the local 
musicians to play. | know they're out there because they come into the shop." 


James felt a knot begin to grow in his stomach. "And you want me to help how?" 


Dave's smile was as sweet as could be. It was the smile that came out when Dave wanted something. Food, sex, 


to take Blue for a walk, food for his deer. The smile morphed to Dave chewing on his lower lip as he obviously 


tried to work up some kind of courage. 

Finally, he asked, "Will you play?" 

"At your concert?" 

Dave nodded. 

"On a stage?" 

Another nod. 

"In front of people?" 

There was silence before Dave whispered, "Hopefully." 

James kept his attention on Dave. He didn't want to to turn away because he didn't want to hurt the other 
man. He knew that any kind of indifference would make Dave feel like shit. Instead, he took a deep breath and 
chose his words carefully. 

"| left the band because of the attention," he softly said. "| was tired of it. | never intended to play for an 
audience again." He watched Dave's face fall. Reaching out, he swept his fingers beneath the younger man's chin 
and lifted his eyes. "But this is different. Let me think on it, okay?" 

"Promise?" Dave asked. 

"| absolutely promise." 

He gave Dave a smile and, while he had no intention of getting back on a stage, James felt honoured to be 
asked. The desire to play still burned through his soul and the thought of picking up a guitar caused 
excitement to swell through him. Maybe, just maybe, he'd be able to do it. There would have to be stipulations, 


of course. He wouldn't want his name, nor his former band, on the bill. Other than that, James was actually 


tempted by Dave's offer. 


Three 
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break from the stress of having to movel 


The storm raged through the night. Black clouds had finally obscured what could be seen of the clear night sky 
and rain and thunder had ravaged the valley. Not that either of them cared. They were too occupied with the 
space and time to enjoy themselves and the slices of lightning and snaps of thunder only added to the 


atmosphere. 


James never did get to take that second shower. Instead, he'd found himself sat on the couch with Dave in lap 
and heavy rain battering at the windows. At least their voices had been drowned out by nature's own 


symphony. 


James woke sore and sated in a bed that was more comfortable than the one back at the cottage. The 
previous night's storm had melted away to leave sunlight dappling the carpet. A pile of rumpled clothes lay 
exactly where they'd left them. Lying back in bed, James smiled to himself as he looked to Dave. 


The younger man was curled up beside him with his head tucked against James’ ribs. His long hair was spread 
over James' chest and his soft breath tickled over bare skin He stroked a hand along Dave's back and listened 
as the other man murmured in his sleep. Warmth washed over him and James leaned in to press a kiss to the 


back of Dave's head. 


"| love you," he murmured. "You know that, right? | love you so much and | don't say it often enough. Your 
spirit is so infectious and I'm so sorry that others have hurt you along the way. But I'm not gonna do that. 
Your heart is safe with me." 


Beneath his touch, Dave purred and shifted. He lifted his head as though to look at James before repositioning 
himself back into his deep sleep. James had always said that Blue was a creature of the morning and Dave was 
a creature of the night. Both of them kept him on his toes in different ways even if it did mean having to 


occasionally haul Dave from bed. 


His fingers whispered over Dave's hair, tucking the long, dark locks behind his ear. Dave had changed since 
they'd met just before Christmas the previous year. Back then, he'd looked a little raggedy with his hair in 
need of some TLC. Now it glistened in the early morning sun, the dark brown looking almost black against the 
strong rays. IT was tidier and, thanks to Dave finding someone to help him care for it, had lost the brittleness 
of the past winter. 


Stretching out, he wrapped an arm around Dave's shoulders and lifted the still-sleeping man's head onto his 
chest. James adored the quiet moments. He adored being able to just look at Dave and admire the beauty that 
was held in his face. Running a knuckle along Dave's nose and up to his forehead, James smiled as the younger 


man stirred a little. His eyes fluttered and he said something that James didn't catch. 


He lay like that for the best part of an hour before Dave's eyes finally opened. By that point, his shoulder was 


going numb and he was all too happy for Dave to hoist himself onto his elbows. 
"Hey. Good morning." 


Dave gave him a sleepy smile before letting his lips wander over James chest. Purring softly, he tangled his 


fingers in Dave's hair and pressed him a little closer. 
"I enjoyed last night," he quietly continued. "Thank you. | didn't know that | needed time away." 


He felt Dave smile against his skin before the dark-haired man rested his chin on James’ breastbone. Those 


eyes were as dark as could be, bottomless pits that allowed every emotion to swim to the surface. 
"More?" Dave softly asked. 


James raised an eyebrow and glanced at the clock. It was a litle after Bam and he knew that they didn't have 


to leave until eleven. "You want more? After last night?" 


Dave's sleepy smile widened before he buried his face against James' chest. Who was he to turn down 


someone so eager, especially in a bed so beautiful? Easing Dave onto his side, James slowly pushed himself 


back in. 


He finally got to sample the shower once more just before they checked out. The feeling of the water pounding 
against his skin was glorious and, oddly, for someone who hadn't got a whole bunch of sleep, James felt alive 
and refreshed. He almost felt reborn, as though an old skin had been shed during the night. Dave's offer still 
floated around his head and, while he needed more time to consider it, James was beginning to feel relaxed with 


the idea of getting back up on stage. 


They drove away from the hotel with a warm silence hanging over them. His hand rested on Dave's thigh and 


he caught the younger man giving him appreciative glances. 
"| really enjoyed that," Dave finally murmured. 


James smiled. "I did, too. Thank you for springing that on me." 


"So we can do it more often?" There was a note of hope in Dave's voice and James could tell that he wanted 
to escape from Waybridge and explore the wider area. Denver was just over an hour by road and had a lot to 


offer. 


Settling back into the deep leather seat, James gently squeezed Dave's thigh. "I'm sure that we could. You find 


somewhere and I'll go with you." 

James could feel the world wrapping back around his shoulders as they neared the town. Eighteen hours away 
had been a nice treat but it just hadn't felt long enough. He felt like he needed a week, maybe two, locked up in 
a nice hotel with a beautiful view and fantastic food. 

"Dave?" 

The younger man hummed in response, his eyes firmly on the road and his hands all but gripping the wheel. 
"You know your concert?" 


"Yeah." 


James smiled softly to himself. "Once it's all said and done, how about we get away for a couple of weeks 


somewhere nice. Your choice." 


Sunlight glittered from the windshield and caught Dave's eyes. His smile was as bright as the orb which hung 
above them. "Really?!" 


"Yes, really." 
As they drove home, there was a sense that they were on honeymoon. James certainly felt different. Lighter. 


More settled. Less likely to fear that Dave was going to leave. But, deep down, he knew that there were stil 


more barriers to come down no matter how many Dave had already managed to remove. 


Having been bathed in sunlight from early morning, Christmas Cottage was filled with the warmth of summer. 
Light flooded the little building and, as much as he'd enjoyed his few hours away, James was glad to be home. 


Blue, on the other hand, didn't appear fussed that his two errant owners were home. He gave them a cursory 


glance and an ear flick before going back to sleep on the top of the couch. Even Dave was a little miffed. 
"Not gonna say Hi?" he muttered. 


James watched as Dave tried to cajole the cat into a cuddle. But Blue was having none of it and only curled 


himself into an even tighter ball. 


"You ever had cats?" James called from the kitchen. The coffee machine was already on and the smell of 


coffee was beginning to take over the kitchen. 
"No. Why?" 


Leaning against the stairs, James looked at Dave. The younger man was still staring at Blue, obviously 


wondering why his friend wasn't excited to see him. 

"They always get like this after you've been away for a while. Call it punishment" James smiled and folded his 
arms across his chest. His tshirt snagged around his biceps and he made a mental note to perhaps buy some 
that had a little more give in them. "Blue?" 

The cat flicked his ears but otherwise didn't move a muscle. 

"Want a second breakfast?" 

The astonished look on Dave's face was one that James would treasure forever. Blue was instantly on his feet 
and mewling as he raced into the kitchen Plucking packets of cat food from the cupboard, James allowed his 


furry friend to choose his meal before dispensing the chunks of meat into the appropriate dish. 


Glancing up at Dave, James grinned. "Never underestimate the power of wet food. Speaking of which." He nodded 
towards the door. "Maybe you should go and feed your friends." 


They settled on the couch with mugs of coffee clasped in their hands and Blue squished between them. Dave 
was chattering away about his plans for the summer concert. James kept one ear tuned into whatever his 


boyfriend was talking about. 


"The stage won't be very big." Dave's voice was like honey and James enjoyed listening to him. "Maybe all 


unplugged. | think that would suit the town's atmosphere. What do you think of this band?" 

Dave thrust his phone into James’ line of sight. Dragging his eyes from the spot on the wall, James looked at a 
group of four young men standing somewhere up on the mountains. They all worse blue jeans and tshirts and 
had their hands stuffed in their pockets. 

"What do they play?" he softly asked. 

"Soft rock, country style music." 


James shrugged. "I'd put them on your list. Any idea what you're going to call your concert?" 


He already knew that Dave was smiling before the younger man even replied. "Rock in Waybridge. Sure, it's not 
as catchy as something like Rock am Ring but | might be able to improve on it” 


Smiling, he draped an arm around Dave's shoulder and pulled him closer. He pressed a kiss to the younger 


man's temple. "Whatever you decide to do with it, it's going to be a great day." 
"So you'll play?" Dave murmured in his ear. 


"| didn't say that. There's still time for me to say yes." 


As much as James had enjoyed being away from home, there truly was nothing like his own bed. Maybe it was 
the years of being on the road. Maybe it the familiarity of everything. But nothing truly did match being in his 


own home. 


Sprawled on his back, James stared at the darkened ceiling. Dave was stretched out beside him with his head 
on James' chest. His fingers played through the younger man's dark hair as a million thoughts danced through 
his mind. Blue was curled up beside their heads, his soft body rumbling with relaxing purrs. 


Could he do it? Could he step back out onto a stage? An acoustic show would definitely be easier. There were 
a number of songs from his old band that he could play unplugged. He could also throw in a few of his 


favourite covers, maybe a little country to give people a change from his usual high speed music. 


James chewed on his lower lip and worried a crack with his teeth. A crack that he couldn't remember getting. 
The sting of pain was almost pleasurable and a break from all that he was thinking. He wanted to fall into the 
same deep sleep that Dave had somehow found. But, and there was always a but.. Dave had managed to once 
more worm his way beneath his skin and make him start thinking of possibilities that, twelve months 
previously, James would simply not have thought of. 


Four 


Dave was gone by Bam and with everyone, including the deer, fed, James made his way out into the garden 
The sun was already high and the warmth was beginning to seep into the air. Not that it really left at the 
height of summer. Despite the cottage being great at keeping the heat out, they had taken to sleeping with the 
upper windows open. They'd discovered that leaving the lower windows open was a bad idea as they'd woken up 


to find fuzzy noses being poked through in anticipation of whatever food lay inside. 


Blue was all too happy to be tethered in the shade. He sat on his haunches, his ears flicking back and forth as 
he listened to the outside world His whiskers twitched and he mewled from time to time. James smiled to 


himself, happy in the knowledge that Blue was trying to communicate with whatever wildlife he could hear. 


Starting in the shady top corner of the garden, James carried a bucket from one flowerbed to another as he 
dead-headed the plants. Once leafy flowers made their way to the composter in order to be used for the 
following year's crop. Flowers of every colour cascaded from the raised beds. James had tried to pick ones 
that were local to the state in order to give the local wildlife a fighting chance at survival. He was happy to 


see a handful of bees swarming around a clutch of lavender. 


Once he'd finished with the flowers, he set to work on watering and weeding the vegetable patch. Located in 
the sunny far corner of the garden, he was attempting to grow a variety of foods that would keep them going 
through the winter. Crouching down, he investigated his slow growing crop of pumpkins. They wouldn't be ready 
until September at the earliest and he was happy with their progress. Potatoes, carrots, and peas were also 
dotted through the area and a small greenhouse held a handful of leafy tomato plants. To keep Dave's spicy 
palate happy James had added a pot of chilli plants. 


He was just about going to dispose of the weeds when he heard the faint sound of someone knocking at the 


front door. Looking to Blue, he nodded. 

"Ill be back in a minute." 

Rather than go back through the house, James made his way down the side of the cottage. He squeezed past 
remnants of wood and a few forgotten tools before stepping out onto the driveway. A white flatbed truck was 


parked in front of the cottage and, standing before him, was a black two-wheeled smoker. 


A burly-looking man complete with charcoal stained overalls stood at the front door. He looked shocked to see 


James appear from anywhere other than the door. 
"Delivery for." He peered at his phone. "Mr Grohl?" 
James looked to the man and back to the smoker. "Yeah. This'll be his." 


"Sign here." 


Taking the phone, James scrawled his signature with the tip of his finger before handing it back. "Thanks." 
"No worries. Enjoy your smoker." 


Not mine, he thought to himself. 


He waited until the truck had gone before pulling his phone from his pocket. It took a mere two swipes before 


it was ringing. 

"Hey, baby!" Dave had a sing-song tone to his voice, a sign that his day was going well. 
"Dave, its just after Jam and there's a smoker sitting in the driveway. Care-" 

Dave was all too quick to cut him off. "It's arrived?! Awesomel I'll come and take a look later." 
"Dave." 

"Don't use that tone of voice with me, Hetfield. You know you want barbecue." 

James sighed and ran a dusty hand through his hair. "| don't-" 


"You do! You've muttered about it. In fact, if | remember rightly, you said you'd get me a smoker. That one's 


rented so itll have to go back at some point." 


Leaning against the cobbled wall, he stared at the black monstrosity before him. Dave was right; he had said 
about getting a smoker. But then he'd forgotten. Dave, and his elephant-like memory, hadn't forgotten 


"lim gonna cook for the concert" 

"You need a license for that," he sighed. 

"Already on it. Along with everything else we'll need" 

"This isn't a we," James softly replied. "This is a you This is your idea. Not mine." 

"James." It had taken four words to take the wind out of Dave's sails and James suddenly felt bad. Dave 
desperately wanted to do things and, as before, he wanted to do them with James. Not by himself but with 
the person that he loved. And, to be truthful, he did need more to do other than just hanging around the 
cottage all day. Heck, he'd never even sampled Dave's cooking because he did all of the cooking. Making food 


gave him something to do in the hours between Dave leaving and Dave coming back. Maybe Dave's concert 


wasn't such a bad idea? 


"Okay," he said. "Bring home the paperwork and I'l give you a hand with it. And Dave?" 
"Yeah?" 

"| expect this smoker to be fired up tonight." 

From the other end of the phone, he could hear Dave cheering. "Thats my boy!" 


James spent a few more minutes staring at the smoker as he wondered what he'd got himself into. It was a 


pitiful meow from the garden that pulled him back to reality. Someone wanted a snack. 


He spent the rest of the morning in the garden, tending to his plants and vegetables. There was peace and 
solitude in the outside world and James was enjoying just being by himself. Thoughts of the smoker and of 
Dave's grand plans fluttered through his mind. With them came the cold clasp of worry. James found that he 
could shake them off by diverting his attention One thing he'd learned was that Dave was impulsive. The 
younger man loved nothing more than making people and sometimes that came with the unexpected, much like 
their overnight trip. The smoker sat in the same category as did the summer concert. There was nothing to 
worry about. All of it was Dave being Dave and, in a way, Dave trying to extract him from the cocoon he'd 


built around himself. 

He was just placing a small vase of home grown Silvery Lupine on the dining table when he heard the familiar 
sound of Dave's car pull up. In reality, James didn't need an alarm clock because, a heartbeat later, Blue was 
sprinting for the front door. He began wailing when Dave wasn't instantly stepping inside. Sighing, James put the 
vase down and picked up the screaming cat. Opening the door, he stepped outside and found Dave unloading 
bags of cut wood and charcoal. Blue instantly started to wriggle and, in an effort to not drop him, he walked up 
to Dave and took one of the bags from him. 

"Here. Take your cat," he grunted. 


Dave grinned and Blue jumped into the younger man's arms. James left them to have a moment while he 


emptied the rest of Dave's trunk. 
"You really need all of this?" he asked 
"Yeah. That smoker can eat through fuel when it wants to." 


James sighed and nodded as he heaved another bag and jumped it beside Dave's new toy. At the back of the 


trunk, and almost buried from view, were two grocery store bags. 


"Don't look in them," Dave said. "That's the ingredients for my secret sauce." 


James grinned and raised an eyebrow. “Secret sauce?" 
The look on Dave's face was one of innocence. "Yeah. To go on my meat." 


James couldn't help himself. The laughter rumbled up from his stomach. He knew that he shouldn't be laughing 
but he couldn't help himself. Leaning against Dave's car, he let the laughter spill forth. 


"What's so funny?" Dave gently protested. 


‘Oh. Nothing," he gasped. "Just your meat and secret sauce." James took several deep breaths and straightened 


himself up. "Sorry. | shouldn't be laughing. | know what you're talking about. It's the way that you said it" 


He walked up to Dave and scratched behind Blue's ears before reaching out to cup Dave's face. With a soft 
smile, he gently kissed the younger man. Much like Blue, Dave purred beneath his touches, leaning into James’ 


hand as fingers stroked through his hair. 
"Just so you know," James whispered, "I'm looking forward to sampling your meat and special sauce." 
Teeth gently nipped at his lower, Dave tugging on it before murmuring, "As in dinner or bed?" 


James’ grin widened and he gently tugged on Dave's hair. "Both." 


The rich smell of burning coal and wood filled the air around the cottage while the smoke twisted its way 
around the trees. Knowing that preparation and cooking would take the best part of twenty-four hours, James 
had cooked up a couple of steaks. He'd dragged a pair of dining chairs out onto the driveway and was perfectly 


content to sit and eat while he watched Dave work. 


As per usual, Dave had inhaled his own food but not before he'd given a "taste" to the cat. Needless to say, 
Blue was extremely interested in the smoker and what sat in its belly. Rather than tether him to something, 
Dave had stuffed the cat in his harness and was working with Blue wrapped around his shoulders. James 
couldn't think of a more perfect image. Here he was sitting with a Stetson propped on his head and his feet 
resting on a cooler stacked with marinating meat while his boyfriend stoked a smoker and tended to their now- 


shared cat. 


The sun was setting behind the trees and tendrils of golden light tickled their way around the trunks and 
through the branches. Birds were singing and James could hear animals creeping through the undergrowth. The 
sound of traffic was a mere hum somewhere in the distance. He loved the seclusion of Christmas Cottage. 


Barely anyone came along the road that the cottage sat on and, other than Dave, he didn't have to see anyone. 


"What are you cooking?" he finally asked. 


Dave looked up from the smoker. He'd got a pair of glasses shoved up on his head to hold his hair out of the 


way. Charcoal dust smudged his nose. "I need to get my barbecue legs back so just some ribs for now." 
James nodded. Those he could deal with. "And what's in your sauce?" 

"Not telling you." 

"Oh, come on, Grohl. I've told you secrets," he gently teased. "Time for you to give one up." 


Dave had already turned his attention back to the smouldering fuel deep inside the smoker. "Nope. Not telling 
you." 


James knew not to push it too hard and settled back into his chair. With a can of root beer in one hand, he 
rocked himself back on to two legs and stared at the sky. "A couple of rocking chairs would be nice out here." 


He heard Dave snort and looked up to find the younger man still poking and prodding at his new toy. 

"What?" James asked. 

Like you'd honestly sit out here." 

"What's wrong with sitting out here?" he protested. "Look at it, Dave. It's gorgeous. The trees. The roll of the 
mountains beyond them. You can't even see Waybridge because we're that high up. I+ feels like it's just us and 
nature." 

"And if someone comes peeling along that road and catches you out here, rockin’ back and forth?" 

James chuckled to himself. "Dave, | stopped giving a shit what people thought of me a long time ago." 

He took a lungful of the clear mountain air. Well, mostly clear as the smoker was tainting most of it. But he 
could get used to that. It did smell amazing especially as whatever spices and sauce Dave had put on the meat 
began to cook. 

"How long have you gotta stay out here?" he asked. 

“All night" 


"All night?!" 


Dave nodded to him. "Mmmhmm. I'll call it quits at about five tomorrow morning, have a shower, and go to 


work." 


"Dave-" James sighed and took a slug of his soda. He knew that there was no use in arguing with Dave. 


"l'Il be fine. You're looking at me like | haven't done this before. I've gone a good couple of days without sleep. If 


it's slow, I'll just come home early tomorrow." 

"Okay. | just don't want to see you getting sick because you've pushed yourself too hard." 

Dave smiled at him and put whatever tool he was using to one side. The younger man walked and placed a hand 
on James’ knee in order to settle him back on four legs. Then he plonked himself, and the cat, into his lap and 
wrapped his arms around James’ neck. Fingers tickled at the silver curls in the nap of his neck and dark eyes 


looked deep into his soul. 


"l'm sure you'll let me know if I'm pushing myself too hard.” 


James let his hands rest at Dave's hips. Both Dave and Blue were staring at him with the kind of love that 
he'd spent his life looking for. 


"You know | will," he quietly replied. 


Five 


True to his word, Dave was outside all night long. James kept him company as long as possible before finally 
calling it a night shortly before midnight. He left Dave wrapped in blankets and with a flask of cocoa to keep 
him warm. Not that the temperatures were dropping all that low. 


He woke to Blue curled up beside his head and no Dave. Sliding from the bed, James found his boyfriend 
sprawled on the couch with the blankets wrapped around his waist. There was the distinct smell of smoke 
lingering in the cottage and a few dusty footprints scattered across the floor. 


Creeping downstairs, he started the coffee machine and fed Blue as quietly as possible. The cat seemed to 
understand that his dark-haired friend had been awake for most of the night and shouldn't be disturbed. 
Instead, Blue took up sentry duty on the back of the couch. He sat with his tail wrapped around his legs and 
his attention firmly planted on Dave. 


With a mug of coffee in one hand, James leaned down to give his cat a kiss. "You keep an eye on him, okay? I'm 


gonna go and open up the store." 


Dave was so deeply asleep that he didn't appear to hear a thing. James quickly got himself ready, scribbled a 
note to Dave, and headed out into the beautiful summer morning. He'd long ago perfected drinking from a mug 
and walking. Once he'd got sober, it had been his thing to walk from the dressing room to the stage while 
sipping on a hot drink. Occasionally it had been coffee. Most of the time it had been a tea to help his vocals. 


The stroll through the trees was, as always, beautiful. Sun streamed through the trees and turned the trail 


green. His soul sang as he inhaled the early morning air and felt the breeze against his skin 


Waybridge didn't really come to life until mid-morning. By llam the village centre would be alive with locals and 
visitors alike. But, at just before Yam, it was as tranquil as could be. The only people who were out and about 
were others on their way to work. James exchanged knowing nods with them as he wound his way along the 


cobbled street, past the clock, and towards Between the Sheets. The mountains on his left looked blue in the 


sunlight, their caps devoid of any snow. 


The spare keys sat snugly in the pocket of his jeans. James used them to let himself in. Between the Sheets 
wasn't due to open until [0am so he did the rounds of tidying up and switching on the AC. The unit kicked into 
life and James smiled to himself; Dave had gone and had it fixed after all. 


He found a cloth and some furniture polish and set about dusting the shelves and counter. The long counter 
was adorned with the cash register, a packing station, and various knick-knacks that had caught Dave's eye 
during shopping sprees. He was just stashing the cleaning products away when a stack of paperwork caught his 


eye. 


License for Live Music, read the headline on the cover sheet. Picking it up, James flicked through and sighed 
when he discovered that Dave hadn't filled any of it in He had, however, completed the forms for cooked food 
and hygiene. 

Having had to sign off on a number of forms over the years, James made himself a fresh coffee, perched 
himself on Dave's stool and got to work. His pen flew through the various pages, ticking boxes and filling out 
questions. He guestimated Dave's stage size and gear requirements as well as any security and medical 


personnel requirements. Then he spotted the one thing that would have put Dave off. 


Deposit for security, medical, and other miscellaneous requirements: $2000. Full balance of $15,000 to be fully 
paid no later than thirty (30) days before the event date. 


He took his wallet from his back pocket and slipped out his credit card. It took him all of thirty seconds to fill 
in the details. With a flourish, James signed his name and dropped the form back to the counter. He knew that 
a note from himself may help Dave's case and he was just grabbing the scratch pad that Dave kept beside 


the counter when the phone began to ring. 


Checking his watch, James saw that it was a little before ten so it wasn't completely unexpected for potential 
customers to be calling. But still. 


He picked up the phone. "Between the Sheets, Jame-" 
"Why the fuck did you let me oversleep?! James, | need to be there!" 

James grinned and rested his elbows on the counter. "Morning, sweetheart. Do you really need to be here?" 
"Yes!" was Dave's panicked reply. 

"Why?" 

"Because-" 

"Because what?" 

He heard the younger man sigh and it was followed by a soft meow. "Because it's my shop" 


"Well, I'm here. You take your time in getting up and come down when you're ready. I'll hold back the hordes 


until you're here." 
There was another soft sigh from the end of the phone before Dave quietly replied, "Okay. See you later.” 


"See you later, Dave. Go and have a shower. Have a coffee. Take it slow, okay?" 


"Will do. Love you." 
"Love you, too." 


James replaced the phone on its holder before writing the note to go with the form. He explained who he was, 
who he'd played with, and how a small event like Rock in Waybridge would be good for the town. That it would 
pull in visitors from both further afield as well as the other neighbouring towns. Once he was finished, James 
slipped everything into one of the paper bags that Dave kept beneath the counter and placed it to one side 

with the intention of dropping it into the town offices later in the day. If Dave could do things off the cuff, so 


could he. 


Dave crashed through the back door a little after Ilam. There was a panicked look on his face and the couple of 


customers who were browsing gave him a crooked stare. 
"Calm down," James whispered as Dave all but threw himself behind the counter. 
"You could have woken me," he hissed in reply. 


"No, | couldn't. You needed the sleep. | don't care what you say, Dave, if you're resting, you're resting. You're 


not eighteen any more." 


Dave huffed and dumped his bag beneath the counter before retreating to the back to make himself a coffee. 


After a couple of seconds, he called back, "Do you want one?" and James took it as an apology. 


They stood side by side behind the counter, watching as customers came and went. James rang up purchases 
while Dave packed them. He let his boyfriend chatter away to customers, giving them business cards, flyers, 
and advice for other attractions in the area. By early afternoon a good chunk of cash sat in the register and 
James gave it an appreciative glance. In those early months, Dave had believed that his little business venture 
would amount to nothing. Now people came from miles around and sometimes other states just to visit the 
shop. They'd had people from across the world stopping in and Dave had started to collect whatever 
mementoes they gave him. He proudly displayed them on a wall in the back room and James had caught him 
occasionally glancing at them with the kind of disbelief that was normally reserved for those who'd won the 
highest accolades. 


"Lunch?" James finally asked, 


He knew that Dave wouldn't be able to resist and the younger man's face lit up. "Please! | haven't eaten since 


that steak last night." 
Dave's order was a pastrami and cream cheese bagel with a side order of fries and a diet soda. 


James raised an eyebrow. "Diet soda?" 


‘lm trying to watch my figure." 
Chuckling, he grabbed the paper bag and made for the front door before Dave stopped him. 
"What's in the bag?" 


James looked at the swathe of brown tucked beneath his arm. "This? Just some contracts | need to mail back 


to California. Thought I'd do it while | was out getting lunch." 


Dave gave him a nod before turning to the customer at the counter. It only took a moment before they were 


deep in conversation and James dived out of the shop before the younger man had any more questions. 


Waybridge's offices were buried deep within the mall that sat at the centre of the village. High end stores 
lined the multi-level complex and, dressed in jeans and a flannel shirt, James found himself feeling a little out 
his depth. He knew that he shouldn't be feeling anything; his life had once consisted of nothing but brands that 
were so high end they didn't even display their names or logos on their products. But he'd left that behind for 
the simpler life that he'd always craved. 


Gentle music played from hidden speakers and James found himself peering into store fronts and admiring the 
mall's marble, brass, and glass features. The building had a 40s feel to it with a hint of "we've tried to 
modernise, but not too much." A fountain sat at the heart of the hexagonal space, its water tinkling over rocks 
and around plants. James paused for a moment to lean on the glass barrier and peer into the swirl of water. 
Fumbling in his pocket, he took out a handful of coins and tossed them in. 


The town's offices were buried in the back of the building. Sandwiched between the toilets and a yarn shop, the 
windows were hidden behind bland looking blinds. James let himself in and stood before the reception desk. A 
woman worked at a computer and, beyond her, James could see people working at desks. The walls were the 
same bland colour as the blinds. The blankness of the open office was, thankfully, broken up by sweeping vista 
photographs of Waybridge and framed awards which the town had won 


The woman looked up at him with a small smile. "Can | help?" 


"Hopefully," he replied. Pulling the bag from beneath his arm, James held it out. "I'd like to file these. They're 


permit forms for a small festival in the town square and for food to be sold" 


‘I'm sure we can" She took the bag from him and placed it in a filing tray beside her. "We'll let you in seven to 


ten working days whether they've been approved or not." 


James thanked her and left. He was split about what he'd done. He knew that Dave would be pissed at him. But 
James also knew that Dave wouldn't voluntarily file them because of the charges. Even though Between the 
Sheets was doing well for itself, it wasn't yet doing well enough to be able to support an event on the scale 
that Dave wanted. Something small in a bar, yes. But a full scale production with staging and everything else 
that went with it, no. 


On top of that, James didn't want Dave to keep ploughing all of his free cash back into the business. He wanted 
the younger man to feel as though he was financially contributing to their relationship whether it was through 
paying for groceries, going out for a meal or, as they had done in the previous days, going away. So it made 
sense for him to pay the charges and get the ball rolling. 

Stopping off at Bagels and Buns, James picked up Dave's order as well as something for himself. The bagels 
were fresh and soft and the sodas were sparkling with the dew of being in a fridge. For the first time since 


breakfast, he actually felt hungry. 


Walking back into the shop with paper bags clasped in one hand and soda cans stuffed in his pocket, James 
found Dave searching through the piles of items on the counter. 


"James?" 
He placed Dave's bagel, fries, and soda within reach. "Yeah?" 
"Did you move a pile of forms this morning?" 


Heat raced to his cheeks and James knew that he wouldn't be able to lie for long. He sighed as he placed his 
own lunch on the counter. He suspected that he wouldn't be eating it in the shop. "I've just filed them for you." 


Dave snapped up from a display of music note keychains. "What?! You did what?!" 

The emotion that stormed across Dave's face was enough for James to take a step back. Rage reddened his 
skin and crumpled his forehead and James did his best to stand his ground. He'd never liked confrontation at 
the best of times and the anger that was streaming from Dave was heavy enough to hit him in the gut. 


"Go and get them back!" 


Knowing that he had to use his own emotions wisely, James raised his hands in surrender. He wouldn't retaliate, 


nor shout. He'd use what he was feeling to reason with the other man. "Dave." 
"No! James, go and fuckin’ get them back." 
"Dave, | know why you didn't file them," he blurted out. "How much cash is in the shop's account?" 


"That's none of your fuckin’ business!" The nicest people, as James knew from personal experience, always 
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raged the hardest. 


Toking a deep breath, he replied, "The balance is paid. You don't have to think about it. Just carry on planning." 


Dave's face was beet-red and tears hung from his jaw. He was angry and James had been ready for that. He 
hadn't been prepared for the tears. Stepping up to Dave, he cupped the younger man's face in his hands and 
stared into his bloodshot eyes. He could feel the pain that washed from Dave. The pain of never being enough, 
of failing, of having to start again and build up reserves once more. The agony of having others run his life 
and dictate to him. James knew those all too well, too. He remembered being young and having others tell him 


what he could and couldn't do. Yet those emotions hit differently when middle-age came knocking. 


His thumbs swept away the tears that clung to Dave's cheeks and he was surprised that the younger man 
hadn't pushed him away. 


"Dave, you've got to give up this obsession with never having enough money. You're not going to go without 


again. Ever." 
"And if we split up?" Dave hissed. 


"If that happens, and | truly hope that it doesn't, then I'll continue to provide for you. Itll be my way of 


thanking you for freeing me from the closet 
He could feel Dave's reservations beginning to break down and James caught him as Dave crumbled into his 
arms. He fought to keep his composure as Dave howled into his chest. It was a sound that James had heard 


come from himself; one of pain, of regret, of loss, of struggle. 


They stood together, wrapped in one another's arms, for several minutes. James knew not to move and waited 
until Dave pulled back. He kissed the younger man's forehead and brushed the damp hair from his face. 


"You're safe now, Dave. You never have to worry again" 
"I know," Dave sighed. "I just wish that you'd let me struggle.’ 


"| do." James sighed and leaned his forehead against Dave's. "Just not this time." 


Six 


Dave's ribs had tasted amazing. Succulent and juicy with hints of spices that James hadn't been able to 
identify. But an atmosphere still hung over them and Dave was back out at the smoker the moment dinner 
was finished. James gave him time to be alone with his thoughts and feelings. 


Summer rain had rolled in as the afternoon had drifted into evening. James had watched as Dave had hauled a 
garden umbrella and base from his car and set them up beside them smoker. He'd also managed to find a 


lounger and was chilling out with his feet dangling in the rain. 


James allowed him to stew for a while. Or think. Or feel. Dave appeared to be doing a lot of everything. Behind 
the fun-loving facade was a man who'd been hurt time and again. A man who appeared to be in the world but 


not of it. Misunderstood and, at times, shunned. 


Eventually he couldn't take it any more. James found a stool and went to join Dave beneath his umbrella. The 
younger man glanced at him and gave him the barest of smiles before hunkering back down to watch the 


smoke curl from the small stack 


James could see the appeal of spending hour after hour just watching the smoker's dials. The silence was 
relaxing and, at the same time, rewarding because there would be food at the end of it. It was also meditative, 


a way to allow one's brain to drift just as the grey smoke did. 
"Do you want to talk?" he finally asked. 


Raindrops pattered onto the umbrella's taut material and from the trees that gathered around them. Tall 
Douglas Firs and wide Gambel Oaks caught the rain and pooled it around their bases. The sound was, to James, 
a little slice of heaven and one that he'd missed while living in cities. Everything had been artificial, from the 
friendships to the food to whatever outdoor areas were left. In the end he'd been unable to hack it and moved 
to Colorado. And then stayed in Colorado once his divorce had been finalised, 


Dave sighed beside him and appeared to drift deeper into his hoodie. He'd never seen Dave look so small. For 


the first time in a long time, the younger man looked lost. 


James could feel the sadness that wept from Dave. He didn't need to see tears or hear crying. He could just 
feel it hanging in the air like the smell of a long-dead campfire. Reaching out, he placed a hand on Dave's thigh. 


"You can talk to me," he said softly. 
Dave nodded and kept his eyes on the smoker. "I know." Silence fell again, broken only by wood popping and 


raindrops falling. Dave finally sighed and shoved his hands deeper into his pockets. "Sometimes | feel as though 
you're trying to rule my life.” 


That hurt but James knew where he was coming from. One of them was wealthy beyond their wildest dreams, 


while the other had hopped from job to job before settling in the food industry and finally retail 
| understand" 


"I know you do," Dave replied "And | know that you're trying to help but-" The younger man shook his head 
before pushing his hair back behind his ears. "I've never had anyone who wants to be with me and see me 
succeed. I've always been the leader. I've always been the so called strong one in a relationship. I've always been 
the one who takes care of others. So when someone does it for me it's strange and | suppose l'm still adjusting 


to it. Sure, | didn't want to ask you for that money. | was gonna go to the bank and get a loan. But-" 
Dave fell silent long enough for James to fill in the blank. "But your credit's not good enough?" 


The younger man flinched. “Correct. Years of running from one job to another before going through two 


businesses has left my credit looking, well, not so good." 


James hotched the stool closer and tucked his hand into the front pocket of Dave's hoodie. His fingers found 
the younger man's and held on tight. "Dave, I'm here for you through everything. | want to see you succeed. 
Sometimes we need help to reach our dreams, whether that's financial, practical, or emotional support. | know 


that you feel like you've fallen on your feet and that's great. Because, Dave, it's exactly the same for me." 


In the gathering darkness, Dave turned to look at him and James could see tears glinting in the other man's 
eyes. "Dave, you're helping me to reach my dreams of living my life as an out and proud gay man. | know that 
you want me to play your show and, honestly, it would be an honour. But there's so much going on in my soul. 
It would be my first performance post-coming out of the closet and that's something that | may not be ready 
to deal with yet. There's also all of the questions that people will ask, especially about my old band. But mostly 
about my sexuality. They'll want to know if I'm seeing anyone and, while | can lie, people will go looking for 
evidence. And | don't know if I'm ready to put you in that position yet. | don't know if you're ready to be in 
that position At some point, that's something that we're going to have to talk about. But you're helping me. It's 
not financial support that you're offering but emotional, physical, and spiritual support. Just sitting out here 


with you, listening to the rain and watching the smoker, is a great comfort to me." 


Dave squeezed his hand and took a shuddering breath. "Thank you. | mean it, James. Thank you. | don't think | 
realise just how much give and take there is in this relationship. | always think that I'm taking from you when, 


in reality, its as equal as it can be." 


Kicking off his shoes, James hooked his feet onto the end of Dave's lounger and allowed the gentle rain to wash 
over his feet. The feeling of warm raindrops tickling his toes was an odd, yet relaxing, sensation and he allowed 
his shoulders and back to drop. The tension of the previous hours melted away and James found himself falling 
into that warm and familiar silence that he shared with Dave. 


They sat out in the rain for another hour before Dave declared that his chicken was done. The meat that 


would grace the following day's meal smelled amazing and it took all of James’ willpower not to eat it there and 


then. 


The rain only grew heavier as they slipped into bed. Lying in the midnight darkness with Dave in his arms, 
James listened as it pounded against the roof and lulled them both to sleep. 


Exactly seven days after he'd filed the forms, the town's administrator called Between the Sheets and 
confirmed that Rock in Waybridge had been added to the calendar. Dave had selected the Labor Day weekend 
and his mood was vastly different from a week prior. He was happy and excited and his fear seemed to have 


melted away. 


James had finally convinced Dave to eat salad if it was combined with some of his barbecued meats. He was 


just preparing a couple of plates when he heard Blue scamper across the floor and the front door slam shut. 
"I'd like to toss your salad, Hetfield." 


James grinned and looked up to find Dave leaning against the walk-through with Blue in his arms. The younger 


man's eyes sparkled and there was colour in his cheeks 

"So-2" James pressed. 

Dave sat himself on the stairs. He huffed his cheeks out before slowly exhaling, "Busy day.” 
"| gathered” 


"All the personnel are booked. So's the stage and equipment. The Java Shack are bringing their truck. I'm going 


to cook Just need to find bands, more vendors, and some crew." 


James sprinkled grilled chicken onto the salads. "How about asking the kids from the store if they want to be 


crew? It'll be good experience for them." 

Dave nodded and got to his feet as James made his way through to the dining table. He plonked his ass in a 
chair and, for once, James wasn't going to tease him about not helping to lay the table. The dark-haired man 
had obviously had one of those days and needed time to process it all. 

"Could do. There's also the community college.” 

Fetching cutlery and drinks, James sat himself across from Dave. "That's true. You could ask the Book Nook if 
they wanted a stand. And some of the other restaurants, too. | bet the pizza place will turn up. You give them 
a lot of money so its about time that they did something for you." 


Dave glared at him from across the table and James couldn't help but laugh. 


"Hey, I'm just saying," he continued. "It's either them or the bakery. Which is why you still have deer turning 


up. 
"| like the deer," Dave replied between mouthfuls of lettuce and chicken. "And they like me." 
"They like your leftovers." 


Dave just huffed and continued to eat. Blue was sitting on his lap and watching every one of the younger man's 
movements. When Dave dropped a sliver of chicken to his knee, Blue was instantly gobbling it up. James was 


pretty sure that the drop had been intentional. 


Dinner was a relaxed affair and a ritual that James had fallen in love with. Before Dave had arrived in his life, 
dinner had been eaten either standing at the kitchen counter or sitting on the couch. He'd spent every meal 
time trying to evade a screaming Blue as the cat had demanded titbits of food. Once Dave had turned up so 
mealtimes had become slower and more relaxed. They'd become adventures in food and conversation as they'd 
wound their way down a thousand different rabbit holes of tastes and topics. 


They chatted back and forth mainly about Dave's plans. There were niggles and things that needed working out 


but, as James was well aware, everything would work itself out. 


He wiped his mouth and tucked the napkin under his plate. Blue eyed him with the kind of suspicion that comes 
from their owner not having gifted them food during a meal. "Dave, if you find yourself running into difficulty | 
want you to promise that you'll ask for help." 


The younger man shrugged and appeared to tuck himself deeper into his seat. 

"Dave." 

"| promise," Dave finally sighed. "But | want to work it out." 

"I know you do. And you will. But some things may be tough to come across, especially out here. Sure, Denver's 
close by but people may not be willing to travel for someone whose name they don't know. If you find that 
happening, you're more than welcome to use my name." 

Dark eyes peered up at him and Dave tucked his hair back behind his ear. James felt his heart ache as he 
looked at the younger man. Dave was so desperate to make it by himself, and had done several times before. 
To be offered a hand up, especially now that Dave was past the age that such things should happen, was 


obviously making him question himself. 


‘lm doing it because | love you, Dave. l'm not doing it to show off my wealth or anything like that. I'm doing it 


because | want this to happen as much as you do." 


"Does that mean-" Dave started before catching himself. He sighed and shook his head. His eyes were filled 
with that childlike sadness that James had seen before, a sadness that made him want to bundle Dave into his 


arms and hold him close. 


"Does that mean that I'll play?" he murmured. "Yeah, I'm gonna play. And if you have trouble getting hold of 
anything, you tell them that l'm playing, okay?" 


Dave's face was a picture of joy. Gone was the pain that had haunted his eyes a moment earlier. It was 
replaced with happiness and excitement and everything that, for James, made Dave who he was. In an instant 
Dave was on his feet and, with Blue wrapped around his shoulders, he was darting around the table to give 
James kisses that took his breath away. He could do little more than wrap his hands in Dave's hair and hold on 


as the younger man muttered his thanks and pressed himself closer. 


He'd made the decision earlier in the day while Dave had been at work. Yanking the forever-growing weeds 
from the garden had given him the time to clear his mind and think. Sure, there were risks to him playing; 
fans could turn up, one of his old band mates could turn up, the entire day could become a rodeo that would 
see Dave driven from town. On the flip side, Dave maybe did need a "name" that he could attach to the 
project, someone who would pull people into their little town. And maybe, just maybe, seeing James Hetfield do 


a small set of acoustic songs would do just that. 


Pushing himself back from the table, he pulled Dave into his lap and wrapped his arms around the younger 
man's waist. There was a serenity in feeling Dave so close, as though there was a transfer of energy between 
them. He could feel Dave beginning to calm and relax, his body growing a little heavier while he himself was 
starting to perk James could feel his extrovert side slowly returning, the guy who loved being on stage and 


playing for people inching his way back into his soul. 
Dave sat with his head on his shoulder. His lips whispered past James’ ear. "Thank you." 


He smiled and gave Dave a hug. "You're welcome. May as well use this name for something, right?" 


Seven 


James had wanted to spend the morning in the garden. Instead, he found himself standing beside the dining 
table and staring down at lists. He'd forgotten just how intensive it was to organise just one show. Once he'd hit 
the big time he'd had an entire army of people to do all of the organising and paperwork. He'd just had to turn 
up and play. 


"Fuck." 


Blue was sitting across the table and staring down at the lists. Much like James, the cat also seemed perplexed 
by all the pieces of paper. 


"l'd forgotten about this part, Blue. Insurance." He threw his hands in the air. "How could | fucking forget about 
that?! And | bet that's why Dave hid those forms before | could ask about them." 


Taking his phone from his pocket, James found a number that he didn't think he'd be dialling for a long while. 


His eyes were squeezed shut as the phone rang. 
A deep, rasping voice answered the phone. "James?" 
"Yeah, it's me," he sighed. "Look, John, what was the name of our touring insurance company?" 


"Well, nice to hear from you, too. l'm doing great. The kids are grand; they're all in college now. Wendy's doing 
wonderful. She gets more beautiful by the year. And how about you, James? How's life in the mountains 
treating you?" 


He sighed and swallowed around the lump in his throat. He could understand that his old crew would be pissed 
at him just phoning completely out of the blue. The dining chair scraped across the wooden floor as he pulled it 


out and sat down. 
‘Sorry. I'm sorry, John. | didn't mean to be that abrupt. I've forgotten that I've been away.’ 


"Two years, James. It's pretty much two years since you took your ass to rehab and then announced that you 
were falling off the face of the planet. We only hear how you are from Clara and those calls are few and far 


between" 


James smiled softly to himself. Clara, their PR manager, had taken over Dave's social media accounts. She'd 
driven his followers through the roof and tweaked any photos and media that she sent him. From what he 


could gather, Dave had a made a great friend in Clara 


‘lm good," he softly replied. "In fact, I've never been better. I've finally found some peace and, for that, I'm 


truly thankful” 


"Good, I'm glad you're feeling more like your normal self. Now, you were asking about insurance." 


James grabbed a pen and pulled the notebook that Dave had left on the table close. The cottage loomed over 
him, the beamed roof high above his head. The wrought iron chandelier dangled above the table. 


He scribbled notes as John gave him names and phone numbers. Once they were through with insurance, he 
set about asking for other suppliers; staging, equipment, crew who could set up and breakdown as well as drive 
the sound board. All of them were just in case Dave's current suppliers fell through. John gave him everything 
that he needed. As a natural pause came up, their old tour manager asked the question that James hadn't 


been looking forward to. 

"So what's all of this for anyway?" 

Sighing, James tapped his pen against the pad. "My partner" 
"Dave. Yeah, Clara's told me about him. Sounds like a nice dude” 


"Yeah, him. He's planning a concert here in Waybridge. In the town square. But he hasn't got a clue with where 
to start. So | filed all his paperwork for him, paid the fees-" 


"James." The other man's voice suddenly sounded strained and the hairs on the back of his neck stood up. 
"Yeah?" 
"Are you sure that this guy isn't taking you for a ride because of who you are?" 


A chill settled over James and he did his best not to end the call there and then. The sunlight that streamed 
through the windows to his left suddenly felt a little cooler. 


"No," he quietly replied. "| don't think he is. He's gone through issues with me and now I'm helping him with 
some of his. Isn't that why we're on this planet? To look after one another? I'm not going to hoard my wealth, 
John, not when there's people who want to bring a spark of hope and happiness to the world" 


"Well, l'm not gonna ask any more questions as long as you feel like he's the right one for you." 


They ended the call a short while later and James found himself staring at the wall. He felt cold and his soul 
felt as though it had shrivelled up and died. Suddenly he found himself in Dave's shoes as people questioned his 
choices. Anger was bubbling up through him but the one thing that surprised him was how small he felt. Once 
more, he felt like a child again and having everything tossed back at him. He'd made the decision to be with 
Dave. No one was forcing them to be together and if he'd sensed anything untoward, James would have got rid 


of him a long time ago. 


But Dave had been there with him through so much that there was no way that he could kick the dark-haired 
man out. He hated to admit it to himself but they'd become a ride or die couple. 


Needing to shake off the emotions that were beginning to bubble up, James got to his feet and fetched Blue's 


harness. 
"Walk?" he asked his cat. "cause we could all do with one with all that food we're packing away." 


Blue didn't hold back on wriggling himself into his harness and was all too happy to trot at James’ feet as they 
made their way out into the sun-drenched world. Dapples of sunlight danced across the forest floor as they 

wound their way through the trees. Blue would pause and sniff plants, rock, and trees. From time to time he'd 
dive into the undergrowth, his hunting trips stopped only when his leash pulled tight. When that happened, he'd 


turn himself around and wander back to James, content to just be out in the fresh air. 


Going into the centre of Waybridge was always a game of roulette. There were only a handful of ways for 
James to get from the cottage and to Between the Sheets. All of them eventually filtered onto the wide, 
cobbled Main Street. If he was taking his normal route, James would turn right and then walk through the 
town square before beginning the gentle climb up the hill 


The day was one of those perfect summer days with blinding sunlight and a humidity level that was just high 
enough to make James sweat. Reaching Dave's shop, he walked straight in without so much as a "Hello" and 
through to the back. He dumped Blue in the sink and turned on the tap while collecting a glass for himself. Only 
once he'd drained some ice cold water did he turn to find his boyfriend watching him. 


"Warm out there?" Dave asked. 


James nodded and glanced to Blue. The cat was quite happily curled up in the sink with a trickle of water 


running over his back. He always had been a placid cat and had zero issues with water. 

"You didn't have to walk here," the younger man continued. 

"Needed to get out." 

| gathered." 

Dave heaved himself onto his stool so that he could keep one eye on the shop and the other on James. Leaving 
Blue to his bath, James pulled out Dave's computer chair and settled himself down. Dave didn't look quite as 
harassed as he had done a day previously. His hair was neatly pulled back into a bun and the sparkle had 
returned to his eyes. As usual, he was dressed in black jeans and a faded black shirt from some long forgotten 


tour. 


Closing his eyes, James rolled his head back against the chair. "I just called our old tour manager, John" 


"Oh." Dave paused. "That's a good thing, right?" 


"Yeah, it's a good thing," James sighed. "But he said some stuff that | really wish that he hadn't said” Sitting 
himself upright, he looked to Dave. James knew that he had to. He needed to look the other man in the eye as 
he spoke. Ignoring Dave in that moment would be akin to denying how he himself felt. "l'm just going to put this 
out there; | love you so very much. Nothing anyone says or does could rattle how | feel about you. But there 
was something about his tone that just put me on edge. The way he questioned whether you were with me 


because you have feelings or because you're after my bank account.” 


Dave snorted and took a drink of his coffee. "Yeah. Right. All I've ever done is protest that | don't want your 


money. Like I'm gonna start wanting it now." 


James leaned back in the comfortable chair and stretched his legs out before him. He gave Dave a wry smile. 
"I know that. And you know that. Unfortunately everyone who used to work for me doesn't know that and 
automatically suspects the worst. | suppose that ever since | left I've been living this nice honeymoon period 


and never expected anyone to say anything." 


The younger man looked up at him with a soft smile and his coffee cup still clasped in his hands. The shop, for 
once, was quiet, leaving the two of them to enjoy the other's company. Tiny orbs of dust danced in the 
sunlight. 


"Look, | love you, James. | love you for you. | love you for just wanting to stay home all the time. | love you 


for how much you love Blue." 


At the sound of his name, Blue gave them a gentle meow to let them know that he was still taking a bath. 
Reaching over, James turned the facet off and the grey cat lolled in the last of the water. 


Dave's smile grew. "I love how attentive you are to everything; to food, to the cottage, to the cat, to me. You 
don't miss a single thing. And it's tough finding someone like that these days. Everyone's racing through life as 
the main character in their own movie. They don't have time to truly care for other people. Relationships are 
just a thing for social media. Food is there to be photographed and bragged about. But you. You really do care 
and I'm not going to give that up for money. Fuck, | wouldn't care if we had absolutely nothing. I'd still love 


you." 


Love and acceptance flooded through James in a wave of warmth. He sank back into the chair and stared up at 
the younger man. He couldn't believe how lucky he was to have stumbled upon Dave in that coffee shop so 
many months before. And yet he'd still tried to push Dave away. Still tried to make the other man believe that 
there was nothing of worth between them. Yet Dave had somehow wormed his way in and made a home in 


James' heart. 


Rolling the chair closer to Dave, he plucked the cup from the other man's hands and placed it on the counter. 
In one smooth movement, Dave slid from the stool and into his lap. Thick thighs slid along his own and hands 
that were hardened with work knotted into his hair. A pair of dark brown eyes looked into his own blue ones 


and a smile twitched at Dave's lips. Having the other man's weight resting in his lap was something that James 
had never thought that he'd find comfort in. OF course he'd fantasised about being with guys. But not elbow 
deep in the best relationship of his life. That he'd never particularly given any thought to. 


Sliding his hands along Dave's jaw, he drew the dark-haired man in for a gentle kiss. Dave's hands were just 
slipping down his back and to the hem of his shirt when the shop's bell rang. 


"Dammit," Dave hissed. "Blocked by the bell” 
James chuckled as he eased Dave to his feet and gave him another kiss. "I'll see you later." 


He watched Dave go before getting to his feet. Blue called to him from the sink. Taking one look at his soggy 


cat, James sighed and shook his head. "There's no way l'm carrying you home. You're walking, pal.” 


Eight 


lm gonna hold open auditions on Sunday at the community centre." 

Turning his attention from his book, James looked at Dave. Night had taken its time to ease across the sky. 
Stretched out beneath the sheets, James had stuck his nose back into his book while Dave stared at the 
ceiling. Blue was curled on Dave's chest. Summer evening warmth hung in the air as did the scent of the 
forest around them. James could have sworn they were sleeping outside if it wasn't for the beams that criss- 
crossed the ceiling above them. Somewhere in the distance an owl cooed. 


Placing his book to one side, James asked, "Have you asked any bands?" 


"A few" Dave had his hands tucked behind his head and his hair was spread over the white pillows. "But I've 


put a call out on social media, too. Anyone who wants to audition can" 


James nodded and shuffled himself onto his elbow. He watched Dave stare at the ceiling as thoughts danced 
through the other man's head. 


The community centre was just behind the mall and was a poky little building that had been constructed long 
before Waybridge turned into its current tourist-driven incarnation As the name implied, it was free for 
anyone to use and mainly hosted dances, bake sales, and the local Women's Institute. 

"Well, I'll come with you." 

Dave gave him a huge goofy grin. "You will?" 


"Yeah." James smiled in return. "Itll be something to do." 


‘Something to do," Dave snorted. "Like, what else do you have to do other than look after the cottage and feed 


us?" 
James chuckled softly and watched as their shadows shifted across the wooden railings. The two bedside lights 
softly illuminated the small space and, for James, the bedroom, as open plan as it was, felt snug and homely. 


He loved being there, curled up in bed and listening to Dave chatter shit while Blue purred beside their heads. 


"Hey, I've got my garden now, too," he protested with a smile. "Just think of all the great vegetables you're 
going to be having come Fall." 


"Yeah, yeah, yeah. Okay. Vegetables will be good. You growing pumpkins?" 


James nodded. "Yes, sir." 


Dave hmmed to himself as he settled back into the bed. Curious as to what was going through the other 


man's mind, James peered through the midnight gloom. 

"What's going on in your head, Grohl?" 

"Just Halloween stuff, that's all” 

James laughed. "But we haven't got summer, nor your concert, out of the way yet." 
"I know." Dave sighed and glanced at James. "My brain never really turns off." 


"I'd noticed." James paused and let the night-silence embrace them for a moment."Like | said, have a think 


about where you'd like to go on vacation and let me know. I'll get everything booked." 


The night eased onwards with both of them falling into a deep and easy slumber. As always, James was the 
first to wake. He slipped from the bed and, with Blue hot on heels, he made his way downstairs and started 
breakfast. 


Sundays were always a slow day at Christmas Cottage. With Between the Sheets closed until the following day, 
Dave and himself had twenty-four blissful hours to do whatever they wanted. Sometimes they hiked amid the 
trees. Sometimes they wiled away hours on the couch. Sometimes they basked in the sunny garden. James was 
enjoying falling into a routine. He found it both a comfort and a relief. His life had always been so hectic but, 
with Dave around, things just seemed to flow. There was no more hotel hopping. No more private jets. No more 
baying fans. Life had whittled its way down to just Dave, Blue, and himself, and James couldn't have been 
happier. 


Despite summer's gathering warmth, James still made a pan of oatmeal. Sundays were normally lazy days of 
pastries and pancakes. But with the auditions taking place in just a few short hours, James wanted something 


to keep them powering along. 


While he'd driven past the community centre, James had never been inside. The dumpy little |770s pre- 
fabricated building with a fake brick exterior was everything he'd imagined it would be. The once white walls 
had faded to a nicotine yellow and the curtains were straight out of his childhood memories. Pale green tiles 
that had definitely seen better days made up the floor while strip lights hung along wooden ceiling beams. The 
building may have been trapped in a time warp but James felt a little warmth of nostalgia towards it. It 
continued to stand and face against the march of time as a place for locals to gather and pursue hobbies or 
hold parties. Even as modern buildings flew up around it, were demolished, and replaced by even more modern 
buildings, the tiny community centre remained strong and stoic amid all that happened around it. 


They sat on hard plastic chairs behind an ageing plastic table. A pile of forms and pens lay in one corner while 
a notepad sat before Dave. The younger man was already twitching, his foot tapping against the floor while he 


beat a rhythm against the table with a pen. 


Leaning closer, James rested a hand on Dave's shoulder. He could feel the tension that was coursing through 


the other man's body and he made an attempt to knead away the tightness. 

It's going to be fine," he murmured. 

"What if no one turns up?" Dave's eyes were dark and filled with despair. 

"They will," James softly continued. "You've already asked people, right?" 

Dave nodded and strings of hair fell into his eyes. 

"Well, they'll come. Might be in an hour or so but they'll come. Just trust the process, okay?" 

The younger man sighed before nodding once more and slipping down into his seat. James could feel Dave's 
dejection swirling in the air like a gathering storm. Like himself, Dave had quirks. One of his was impatience. 
Most of the time he was as chilled as the cat. But there were times when Dave's need to do something meant 
that he could become awkward and short-tempered. 

James tried his best to be reassuring. "People will be here soon" 


"| know," Dave murmured. "| know. I'm just nervous." 


"| know you're nervous. Just try to relax." James grinned. "| would suggest another coffee but | think you're 


jittery enough." 


Dave looked at him with an expression of darkened grumpiness and James chuckled softly. He rested his hand 


on Dave's knee. "You can have another coffee once the first guys are through." 


The first musicians through the door were a husband and wife couple called Twin Star. The wife - a blonde 
woman who didn't look out of place in Waybridge with her perfectly fitted summer wear - was accompanied by 


her husband on acoustic guitar. They sang a medley of local-flavoured country songs. 
Dave was more than happy to take their details and reiterate that he'd call them in due course. 


Next up were a group of younger men. To James, they felt as he did when he'd been starting out with 
Metallica, young and naive and trying to find their way in the world. They were worn around the edges but 
with a sparkle in their eyes. They played covers of songs that James had thought were long forgotten but 
which had both them singing along. For Dave, they were an instant addition to the lineup. 


By the time they were finished, James was worn out and Dave was hopped up on coffee. His eyes sparkled 


with the expectation of what was to come and James couldn't help but feel a little of his excitement. 


"So?" 

Dave turned and grinned at him. The cool air of the hall had warmed a little and the notepad in front of him 
was filled with names and phone numbers. Glancing at the paper, James could easily see twenty or more 
numbers and he wondered how Dave was going to compile his lineup from them. 

"Better than expected," the younger man replied. "Like so much better" 


"And how are you going to work it all?" 


Dave huffed, his cheeks filling before slowly hollowing out. "| have no idea | mean, I'd like all of them to play. 
But maybe if | choose ten | can tell the others that I'll hold them for the next one." 


"And the kids?" 
"We Are Infinite?" 
James nodded. "That's them: 


"They're kids," Dave replied. "And | want to give them a chance." He grinned at James. "Besides, being able to 
say that they shared a stage with James Hetfield will be good for their profile." 


James nodded and reached for his lukewarm coffee. "Touché." 


While Dave packed his rucksack, James placed the table and chairs back in their storage before moving to wait 
for the younger man. Dave seemed positively elated and James couldn't blame him. From thinking that his 


festival wouldn't work to actually booking bands, Dave was a proud and happy man. 


Reaching out, he patted the dark-haired man's shoulder. "Come on. Let's go home and you can think over that 
list." 


Dave grinned at him. "We can think over this list" 


They never made it home. James had suspected that they wouldn't. Instead they ended up sitting at a table 
outside of the Java Shack, bathed in sunlight and debating the list over mugs of steaming hot coffee. Over the 
course of the next hour, they decided on We Are Infinite along with nine other local groups and solo artists. 
With James, the total list of acts came to eleven. 


James sat back and surveyed the mountains. The sky was as blue as it ever was with the occasional fluffy 


cloud whispering by. Pine trees stretched as far as he could see. And, beyond them, were the blue-grey peaks 


of the mountain. He couldn't have picked a more perfect place to live. And nor could he have picked a more 


perfect person to share it with. 
He glanced to Dave and smiled. "You've made the right choices." 


The look of impending terror melted from Dave's face to be replaced with a small, almost unsure, smile. 


"You're sure.” 


James nodded and ran a hand through his silver hair before stretching his arms above his head. "Absolutely. | 
can feel it. This is going to be a good show." He could feel his cheeks aching as he continued to smile at the 
nervous younger man. “You've done good, Grohl. And you're gonna continuing doing good. Don't doubt yourself at 


this point, okay?" 


He watched as Dave sighed. His shoulders rose and fell before his eyes drifted to the same mountains that he 


himself had been looking at a moment earlier. 
"Dave," he murmured. 

The other man hummed softly. 

"Dave, you're not doubting yourself, are you?" 


Dave didn't reply. Instead, his eyes remained on the mountains as though he was willing them to crumble on 


top of him. 


James could feel something emanating from Dave. Something twitchy, nervous even. He knew that Dave was no 
doubting himself. He could see it in the squared shoulders and distant eyes as though Dave had thought of an 


idea that would be amazing and was now regretting how far it had gone. 


"Dave," James softly said. "Don't overthink, okay. You've come this far with this incredible idea that popped into 
your amazing head. You don't stop. You've never stopped. | doubt that you ever will stop. What you're doing 
here is amazing. You want to bring people into Waybridge who may never have been here before. Heck, they 


may not even know that Waybridge exists. But they will” 


"What if no one comes?" Dave's voice was almost lost to the gentle breeze and James felt his heart clench at 


the pitiful words. 


"They will come, Dave," he quietly. "One, because it's a great idea. And, two, because Clara loves you almost as 
much as | do and will do everything in her power to get Rock in Waybridge out to the masses. Do not worry. 


Please. Just sit back and enjoy the ride." 


Dave finally turned his attention from the mountains and to James. There was a small, wry smile on his lips. 


"Thank you." 


Leaning closer, he wrapped a hand around the back of Dave's neck and pressed a kiss to the younger man's 
forehead. "You're welcome. I'm here for you, Dave, just like you're here for me. And I'll do everything in my 


power to help make you, and anything you dream of, a success." 


Nine 


Just as James had said, Clara was more than happy to help out. Overjoyed, even. James had sat back while 
Dave had stretched out on the couch and happily chatted away to his social media manager back in California. 
And, much to his own delight, they got on like a house on fire. 


Now their dining table was covered with drafts of posters that she'd had Metallica's artists create. Dave stood 
to one side with his hands on his hips and his mouth somewhere near the floor. His eyes slowly moved across 


each design. 


Each poster was fun and brightly coloured with the artists names picked out in a variety of fonts. Some had 
the look of IT10s festival posters while others wouldn't have been out of place on some of the tours that 
James had taken part on. Leaning against the couch, James watched as Dave carefully studied them. From time 
to time he'd pick one up for a closer look, his fingers tracing letters and images before carefully placing it back 


down. 


With the summer heat beginning to reach its peak, James had propped both the front and back doors open 
Blue sat beside the front door, basking in the breeze. His leash was tethered to the dining table. Not that he'd 
wander far. He was a house cat through and through and would only sit on the porch in order to chatter to 


his friends. James' worry was that something would try and snatch him. The leash provided a little extra 


secu rity. 
"Soe" 


Dave looked at him with starry eyes and a sappy smile as though he couldn't quite believe what lay before 


him. 

"They're all great," he quietly replied. "I can't quite decide." 

"Mind if | look?" 

Dave shook his head and James took that as a cue to step up to the table. His eyes roamed over the assorted 
papers before coming to rest on one. The artist had taken the local area and turned the mountains into a 
rainbow of art deco designs. Each musical artist was picked out in a delicate font while Rock in Waybridge 
scrolled across the top. 


"This one," James murmured. "It fits the town and the area and is bright enough to catch anyone's attention" 


Dave looked at it for a moment before Amphing He looked a little longer and peered at each aspect of the 
poster. Finally he straightened up and looked at James. 


"I think you're right. It's bold and bright. Maybe we can have some printed so people can take them home?" 


James grinned. "Even better. Get the artist to print a limited number and then sell them. Guaranteed that 
they'll sell out" 


While they fixed dinner, he sent Clara a text to confirm the design and asked her to ask the artist to print and 
number an additional two hundred of the posters. With half of the proceeds going to the artist, of course. 


From the kitchen he could could see Dave sitting beside the smoker. The younger man appeared a lot more 
relaxed and chilled out than he'd previously been. His idea, and all that it had been taking to bring it to fruition, 
had stressed him out. Especially as he'd been trying to do everything by himself. But now.. Now he seemed to 
be enjoying the ride. He seemed to be enjoying creating the look and feel of his festival and James hoped that 


the event would mirror Dave's excitement and be a huge success. 
He carried a picnic table out to the smoker and set it up beside Dave. "You're ready to do this, aren't you?" 
Dave glanced away from the smoker's dials to give him a soft smile. "| am. Couldn't do it without you, though." 


The younger man's words warmed his heart and, as he turned to back to the house, he ran a hand over 


Dave's hair. Beneath his fingers he felt Dave purr and hunker down a little further into his chair. 
Ferrying salad and bread out to the table, James asked, "How much longer until the meat is cooked?" 


Dave sniggered and James had to stop himself from looking at the other man's face. "Mine or the stuff in the 


smoker?" 
"Either or." 


"The stuff in the smoker will be done in about forty five minutes. As for mine." Dave looked up at him with 
eyes that were so dark they were almost black. They looked him up and down, taking in every inch of his body 
before finally settling on his tucked in t-shirt and groin. "Give it another five seconds and it should be good to 


go. 


Chuckling, he shook his head before going back to the house. 


"Later." He heard Dave call after him. "You can have me for dessert later." 


James was certainly enjoying the summer. Colorado summers were a far cry from the dusty, baked summers 
of California. While his memories of those early Metallica years may have been vague, he could remember 
that bitter, diesel soaked smell of a hot day. Days when the skies would be clear yet covered with a dusky 
haze and when dust would hang in the air. Days when moving outside, or without air conditioning was nigh on 


impossible. 


But the summer that he was experiencing in the mountains of Colorado was a million miles from what he'd 
first experienced. The sun shone during the day and, as evening fell, a light rain would fall. The rains didn't 
happen every night of summer but they came often enough that James found himself sitting beneath a 
garden umbrella with Dave beside him and soaking up the atmosphere. 


They were both happy and full of food. Even though warmth still hung in the air, blankets were draped over 
their knees and Dave appeared to be dozing, which James found unsurprising. All of that energy had to come 


from somewhere and, like the cat, Dave enjoyed catching naps. 


Their feet were propped on one of Dave's meat coolers and James found himself relaxing. With the stress of 
his past life gone and Dave beside him, he found himself doing that a lot. Sometimes it was a snooze in the 

middle of the day or a meander through the forest that surrounded the cottage. Of course, in recent months 
it had been pottering around his garden. But, as Dave liked to remind him, he'd earned the rest and relaxation. 
He'd done his time in the world and proved himself time and again. It was his time now even if he did have to 


share it with an attention hungry cat and a permanently horny lover. 
James smiled to himself. Not that he was complaining. 


The rain pattered on the umbrella and James thought about dragging them inside and to bed. One glance at 


Dave told him to wait a little longer. The evening was young, warm, and filled with the gentle sounds of nature. 


In truth, James didn't want to move. No matter the hour, he was always happy to be sitting outside and 
soaking up the world around him. Seeing the trees, even in darkness with their shadowy trunks reaching 


towards the stars, was a blessing that he wouldn't take for granted. 


Leaning back in his chair, he tilted his head back and listened to the rain. The gentle patter against the 
umbrella was far more soothing than he'd originally thought that it would be. But James had become used to 
the late night jaunts to the front porch in order to enjoy whatever weather was happening in their little 


corner of the world. 


James had forgotten just how insular his world had become. The paperwork that Dave had been acquiring on 
the dining table continued to grow. There were invoices for staging and sound equipment. Lists of names and 
contact details littered one corner of the table in a display of all those who would be playing or working. 
Another sheaf of papers had Dave's rough calculations on it. On the far side of the table was a box of 
brightly coloured tickets waiting to be distributed to the various outlets around Waybridge. The local 
government had put a three thousand person limit on Dave's event with fifteen hundred tickets being made 
available locally and the rest going online. Any that weren't sold to the residents of Waybridge would be 
eventually be released to the population of the internet. 


Pulling Dave's list of calculations closer, James ran his eyes over the list of numbers. While he knew that Dave 
wasn't interested in making a profit James hoped that the other man would make enough to cover his costs. If 
not.. Well, as bad as he knew it was, James knew that money would appear from mysterious places and into 


Dave's bank account. 


Another sheet detailed how everything would run, or at least a rough and yet to be finalised plan. The square 
would be shut off a minimum of five days prior to the event so that staging and everything else could be 
installed. The undertaking was massive and James was in two minds about whether to call in some of his own 
people. That would be something to talk with Dave about. The staging would come with its own staff for 
installation, as would lighting and sound. Everything that needed a technician would have it but they would still 
need other staff. And, looking at Dave's list of names, it didn't look as though he had many volunteers. Most 
people wanted to be in the crowd and soaking up Waybridge's first concert in a long time. 


He heard Blue's paws hit the floor and the cat run for the door. James didn't need to look to know that Dave 
was home. In fact, he didn't even acknowledge his partner as the door opened and Dave stepped in. There was 


no point, at least not for a few minutes. 


He listened as Dave dumped his bag beside the door and bent down to pick up his furry friend. From over his 
shoulder, James could heard Dave whispering to the cat, telling him about his day, about the cobwebs under 
the counter, and the leaky tap in the bathroom. As soon as he felt a presence at his shoulder, James lifted his 


head and glanced over his shoulder. 


Dave stood behind him with his eyes full of wonder and the cat in his arms. James gave him a gentle smile 


before turning and giving the younger man a kiss. 
"Good day?" he asked. 


Dave nodded and, with the cat cradled against him, he used his free hand to tuck some stray strands of hair 
behind his ear. Once he was satisfied that his hair was going to stay in place, he tilted his head towards the 
table. 


"Going over everything?" 

James sighed softly. "Yeah. Dave." He turned to give the younger man his full attention. "| noticed that there 
aren't many volunteers signed up to help. And that's understandable. It's a holiday weekend and everyone wants 
To enjoy the show. /f, and only /f you find yourself struggling to get staff, please let me know and I'll call some 
people." 


Dave looked at him and the softest, sweetest smile broke his lips. "I will. Thanks." 


And that, James thought to himself, is how you do it. Both of them were slowly accepting the other. Dave 
with accepting help and himself with offering rather than going straight out and doing it. 


"Got something for you," Dave said. He shuffled around and placed Blue on the back of the couch. The grey cat 
stretched out and hooked his claws into the fabric before settling down. 


Dave pulled something from his back pocket and held it out. To James, it appeared to be a small rectangular 
piece of card with a lanyard attached to it. A lanyard that, as he plucked it from Dave's fingers, had Rock in 
Waybridge stitched through the brightly coloured fabric. 


He felt his heart leap as he looked at the laminated card in his hand. It depicted a miniature version of the 
poster that they'd chosen along with three words that he was very familiar with: Access All Areas. Beneath 


those words was his name and something that he knew would be significant to Dave: the numbers 00000. 


| wanted you to have the first one," Dave murmured. "| wouldn't be doing this if it wasn't for you. Sure, | had 
the idea. But you were the one to step in when | didn't know that | needed the help. And nothing, not even 


money, can buy that kind of love. | love you, James, and | always will” 


James couldn't take his eyes from the pass. No matter how Dave's festival went, the piece of laminated card 


would forever be a tiny memento of their relationship. 


He took a deep breath and fought back the emotions that raced through him. Never had he thought that he 
would fall this deeply in love with another man, He'd always thought that his feelings were fleeting, more lust 
than love. But here he was with someone that he was proud to call the love of his life. 


"| love you, Too," he softly replied. "Love you more than you can ever imagine." 
Fingers crept over his shoulder and into the nap of his neck. They brushed against his hair and drew him 


closer. When gentle lips met his own, James melted into Dave's embrace and refused to allow himself to pull 


back. In that moment there was nowhere else that he wanted to be. 


